The role of neurotrophic factors in autism.
Autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) are pervasive developmental disorders that frequently involve a triad of deficits in social skills, communication and language. For the underlying neurobiology of these symptoms, disturbances in neuronal development and synaptic plasticity have been discussed. The physiological development, regulation and survival of specific neuronal populations shaping neuronal plasticity require the so-called 'neurotrophic factors' (NTFs). These regulate cellular proliferation, migration, differentiation and integrity, which are also affected in ASD. Therefore, NTFs have gained increasing attention in ASD research. This review provides an overview and explores the key role of NTFs in the aetiology of ASD. We have also included evidence derived from neurochemical investigations, gene association studies and animal models. By focussing on the role of NTFs in ASD, we intend to further elucidate the puzzling aetiology of these conditions.